Practically relevant research: capturing real world tasks, environments, and outcomes.
Development of strategies to optimize the functional performance of older adults requires understanding the behavior of older people doing tasks in real-world settings and capturing these interactions in research protocols. This is a major challenge as there is some degree of tension between capturing the contextual variables and constraints that operate in the real world and the scale of research that can be realistically conducted within controlled experimental settings. This article presents a research approach that can be used to help ensure the ecological validity of research protocols. The intent is to demonstrate how an ecologically valid approach affords greater insight into the performance of older adults in real world settings. The approach involves techniques such as task analysis and simulation. Examples from two research projects examining aging and the performance of real-world computer-based work tasks are used to demonstrate the application of this approach. The article demonstrates how an ecologically valid research approach yields information about human performance that can be translated into solutions for real-world problems. Ecologically valid research protocols offer the potential for providing answers to real-world problems and advancing theory regarding aging and functional performance.